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Root and Tuber Crops in Central Vietnam:
An Underestimated Potential for Food and Income?
Results of a Scoping Study
Tropical root and tuber crops (RTCs) are 
the second most important crops in the 
developing world, after cereals. In Vietnam, 
cassava has both industrial and food uses, 
and it is the third most important crop in 
terms of cultivated area, which doubled 
in size from 237,600 ha in 2001 to 560,000 
ha in 2014. It is also among Vietnam’s top 
agricultural exports. In contrast, the land 
area for other RTCs is declining, particularly 
for sweetpotato. However, sweetpotato 
remains an important food and animal 
feed crop in Vietnam. There are no specific 
national policies in support of RTCs, and 
local programs are limited. Aside from land 
use change and lack of policy support, 
climate change is also considered a major 
vulnerability factor by RTC farmers, who 
observe the climate becoming hotter and 
dryer. 
The scoping study results presented 
here will further aid in developing 
recommendations for increasing 
resilience among poor RTC-producing and 
-consuming households.
Research Site Description 
Relevant data were gathered in Quang 
Binh and Ha Tinh provinces, which 
correspond to the geographic area of 
the IFAD investment project Sustainable 
Rural Development for the Poor (SRDP). 
SRDP’s main objective is “investment in 
climate-smart, socially equitable and 
profitable rural development models 
that promote pro-poor market linkages, 
value chains, and enhanced rural business 
competitiveness”. Based on the findings of 
the scoping study, FoodSTART+ activities 
will be designed to complement SRDP 
activities to ensure that research outputs 
change; decreasing during the dry season 
and increasing during the rainy period 
(MONRE, 2009).
Table 1. Socio-economic context of the two project sites*.
Ha Tinh Quang Binh
Population 1,250,000 868,000
Density 209 people/km2 108 people/km2
%Rural 84% 80%
Poverty 7.42% 7.93%
GRDP
•	growth
•	per capita
•	%agriculture
32,052 billion**
19%
34.89 million**/yr
20%
16,307 billion**
7.5%
25.3 million**/yr 
20.6%
Agriculture 
Labor Force
•	% of total
435,000
64%
300,560
66.5%
*Sources: Ha Tinh Portal, 2015; Quang Binh People’s 
Committee, 2011; Quang Binh Portal, 2015;
Quang Binh Statistical Office, 2015
**in VND 
Food Resilience Through Root and Tuber Crops in Upland and Coastal 
Communities of the Asia-Pacific (FoodSTART+) is a three-year project (2015-
2018) that builds on and expands the scope of the concluded IFAD-supported 
Food Security Through Asian Root and Tuber Crops (FoodSTART) project. It 
is coordinated by the International Potato Center (CIP) and implemented in 
collaboration with the International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) in 
Asia. The project is also working closely with the CGIAR Research Program on 
Roots, Tubers and Bananas (RTB), and the CGIAR Research Program on Climate 
Change, Agriculture and Food Security (CCAFS). It is funded by the International 
Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) and the European Union (EU). 
The project aims to enhance food resilience among poor households in upland 
and coastal communities of the Asia-Pacific region through introducing root 
and tuber crops (RTCs) innovations. To achieve this goal at scale, the project 
develops, validates and implements effective partnership strategies with IFAD 
investment projects to promote RTCs for food security. 
The project’s key components are: 
1. Project start-up and scoping studies including mapping on food 
vulnerability of RTC production and use; 
2. Research for development (R4D) partnership development; 
3. Needs and opportunities analysis on gender sensitive RTC innovations; 
4. R4D action planning and launching; and 
5. Documentation and knowledge products development. 
The first series of FoodSTART+ Research Briefs features the results of the 
country scoping studies under Component 1. They present an in-depth look 
at the RTC production trends, vulnerabilities and opportunities in the target 
countries. The scoping studies were conducted during the first year of project 
implementation.
Ab
ou
t F
oo
dS
TA
RT
+
contribute directly to the SRDP objective 
and targets.
Ha Tinh and Quang Binh are two of 
the six provinces of the North Central 
Coast, where poverty rates are relatively 
high. Despite this, both provinces are 
developing rapidly. Table 1 shows relevant 
socio-economic data from the two sites 
(most recent data available).
Both provinces have a tropical monsoon 
climate with an average annual 
temperature of about 23-25°C in the 
lowlands and 14-15°C in the uplands. The 
warmest temperatures occur in June and 
July, while droughts mostly occur between 
February and August. Both provinces are 
exposed to tropical typhoons, usually 
between July and October. According to 
climate change scenarios for Vietnam, 
rainfall seasonality and intensity will 
Research Highlights:
•	North Central Coast of Vietnam is increasingly facing the effects of climate change, 
such as increased temperatures, droughts and irregular precipitations.
•	Although consumption of roots and tubers as food has dramatically decreased 
during the past 30 years, cassava and sweetpotato remain important for farmers’ 
livelihoods strategies.
•	Use of cassava and sweetpotato is diverse (on-farm consumption, animal feeding, 
commercialization), contributing to the resilience of smallholder farmers.
•	Farmers face crop management and postharvest challenges. A better organization 
of the value chain could promote adoption of small-scale technologies and the 
inclusion of smallholders.
Scoping Study Highlights
Production, area, and yield. Both in Ha Tinh 
and Quang Binh, cassava and sweetpotato 
production areas are concentrated in a few 
districts (Fig. 1). In Ha Tinh, cassava and 
sweetpotato areas are 4,082 ha and 6,465 
ha respectively, accounting for 8% of the 
total agricultural area. In Quang Binh, RTCs 
represent 11% of the total agricultural area, 
with 5,794 ha of cassava and 2,882 ha of 
sweetpotato. In both sites, official data on 
yields were far lower than yields reported 
by farmers during this study.
Crop utilization patterns and trends. 
Cassava producers are often smallholders 
who produce local varieties for food in 
very small areas and improved cassava 
for industrial (mainly starch) processing 
in larger plots. Cassava roots are used 
either for starch production, animal feed, 
or human consumption, depending on 
quality and variety. Cassava is mostly seen 
as a cash crop and adoption often depends 
on prices offered by starch processing 
factories and the quality of soil. Most 
farmers grow sweetpotato on very small 
areas for their own consumption. Shoots 
and leaves are consumed as vegetables, 
older leaves and stems are used to feed 
livestock, and roots are consumed as 
a snack. Surpluses are sometimes sold 
in local markets on an irregular basis. 
There has been a dramatic decrease in 
sweetpotato consumption and production 
in the past 30 years, especially in Ha Tinh. 
However, it seems that there is a new 
demand from urban areas resulting in 
relatively higher sweetpotato prices.
Postharvest, processing, and marketing. 
Most of the cassava roots are sold by 
farmers to traders and are processed 
in large-scale starch factories. Price 
negotiations between farmers and traders 
are limited and when prices are too low, 
farmers opt to process their own cassava 
into chips for storage or animal feed. 
Piece-meal harvesting of local varieties 
is common for roots consumed on-farm 
or for sale in local markets, mostly by 
women. Conversely, sweetpotato is usually 
processed on-farm where roots are sliced 
and sun-dried for animal feed. Most of 
the sweetpotato produced is consumed 
locally, within the commune for shoots and 
leaves, and within the district for roots.
Constraints and Opportunities
Climate Change
•	Cassava and sweetpotato are climate-
resilient crops that can endure extreme 
temperatures, floods and drought. 
•	Cassava and sweetpotato have a short 
production cycle and can be grown with 
minimum investment of inputs and labor, 
providing an alternative income source 
after a disaster.
Shift in diets
•	Diets of rural farmers have greatly 
improved and diversified, with more 
people wanting to consume meat, 
particularly beef, but also fruits and 
vegetables.
Changing gender roles and perspectives
•	In some communes, women perceive 
cassava production as hard work and 
expect innovative approaches in reducing 
drudgery, while men are more interested 
in improving yield and market value.
Migration
•	Labor migration plays a significant role in 
diversifying income sources, but leads the 
youth away from agriculture.
Conclusions and Recommendations
Farmers need better varieties, particularly 
cassava varieties with shorter cycle, higher 
yields and higher starch content in order 
for smallholders to raise the economic 
productivity of their land and reduce 
processing costs for factories. 
Cassava crop management should also be 
improved, with farmers seeking ways to 
increase productivity with reduced input. 
Intercropping systems (i.e. with legumes) 
could be investigated. 
Sweetpotato farmers are also willing to 
try new varieties with better market 
potential. Better access to planting 
material seems to be a key leverage point. 
Postharvest and on-farm processing are 
problematic for both RTCs. Difficulties 
in drying sliced cassava and sweetpotato 
properly result in high postharvest losses. 
Cassava-starch value chains could be 
enhanced in terms of both sustainability 
and inclusiveness. Farmers complain 
about low and unstable prices for fresh 
roots. They also have little knowledge of 
the final use of the produce and of the 
different market opportunities available. 
An RTC market assessment should be 
conducted at the provincial level in 
order to identify current trends in terms of 
RTC consumption, including consumers’ 
perception of RTC products, both for 
raw and processed food. This will enable 
farmers to make informed choices of 
varieties and marketing strategies. 
Potential of RTCs for animal feed should 
be investigated further, as the demand for 
animal feed increases and the price and 
supply of maize for animal feed fluctuate. 
Research on understanding the social 
contexts of RTCs will be central to 
identifying gendered needs and interests 
and addressing social power relations 
played out in the process of agricultural 
innovation. 
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Figure 1. RTC production areas in Ha Tinh and Quang Binh  (Ha Tinh Statistical Office, 2015 and Quang Binh Statistical Office, 2015).
